
 

 
 

Developing a culture of reading 
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Context 

I am Assistant Headteacher at Monkseaton High School which caters to students aged 13-18 in 
North Tyneside, on the North East coast. 43% of our students are considered to be disadvantaged. I 
am responsible for Teaching and Learning, Curriculum and Assessment across the school, including 
staff Professional Development. I am also responsible for developing reading, which is the first 
priority on our School Development Plan. 

We have known reading is an issue 
in our school for a number of 
years. Almost half our intake arrive 
with a reading age below age-
related expectations and we have 
worked hard on implementing a 
successful reading  intervention 
programmes over a number of 
years. Developing a culture of 
reading has come out of this as we 
discovered from both the National 
Literacy Trust’s Literacy survey and 
our own internal surveys that more 
than half of our youngsters do not 
enjoy reading. 

Even before COVID, we were seeing a considerable increase in SEMH issues with students across the 
school. We know from research that one of the many benefits of regularly reading from pleasure is 
improved mental health, so along with wanting to ensure all our youngsters have a reading ability 
which will allow them to access the curriculum, we also hope to instil a love of reading for pleasure. 

I have participated in the North Tyneside Reading for Pleasure Group for two consecutive years 
(September 2020-July 2022), using the first year to gain the knowledge and ideas from the 
programme, and the second to report back on what we were implementing now that we are COVID-
bubble-free, as well as to continue to pick up fantastic ideas from my primary colleagues who are far 
more experienced in RfP than we are in secondary. 

OU Research inspiration and rationale 

1. Considerable knowledge of children’s literature and other texts 
Through the audit we discovered that our staff have very limited knowledge of children’s literature 
and almost no knowledge of Young Adult Fiction. As a high school taking students from Year 9-Year 
13, we decided it was essential to develop staff knowledge of the YA literature that is available. 
Without this knowledge we acknowledged we would not be able to recommend books to our young 
people or engage in book blether. 
 



 

 
 

3. Reading for Pleasure Pedagogy – Reading Aloud 
Whilst our practice of reading aloud was quite well established for subject-based content, reading 
aloud for pleasure was only done once a fortnight, only by the English department, and only to 
students in Year 9. There was no other evidence of reading aloud for pleasure in any other area of 
the school. 
 
4. As Reading Teachers: teachers who read and readers who teach 
To work alongside point 1, we knew we needed our teachers to be reading YA fiction so that they 
could develop their knowledge and make informed recommendations and talk to our young people 
about books and reading with confidence. 

 

Aims  

To introduce a tutor-led reading programme to expose students to high-quality Young Adult fiction, 
read aloud by confident tutors, and to encourage our youngsters to borrow books from the newly 
opened school library. 

Outline 

Teacher Reading Challenge  

The first stage in our programme was to develop teacher knowledge of YA fiction. Other than myself 
and one member of the English department, no one in school read YA fiction, which came as 
something of a shock! Lots of people could name the usual children’s authors: J.K. Rowling, Philip 
Pullman, Roald Dahl, etc., but none had ever heard of people such as Leigh Bardugo, Cassandra 
Clare, Sarah J. Mass, Holly Black or Alice Oseman. Through the OU RfP programme I learned of the 
Teacher Reading Challenge and encouraged staff to participate. Almost 50% of our staff body opted 
in, which was a much higher buy-in than I had expected. 

To kick the challenge off, I selected a range of YA fiction from our library, wrapped them individually 
in brown paper, and finished off with a handwritten thank you note featuring the logos from the 
challenge. I was keen to base the challenge on the stock from the library so that staff could 
recommend books we had available for students to borrow. I also advertised the BorrowBox app, 
which was something I had learned about when working with North Tyneside Libraries School 
Service to select stock for our library.  

   

 

Tutor-led Reading Programme 



 

 
 

We wanted to model high-quality YA fiction being read aloud to all students in all year groups. To 
facilitate this across the school, we introduced a Tutor-led Reading Programme all the way from 
Year 9 to Year 13. Our students have a 20-minute tutorial session every morning. We adapted an 
already busy programme to accommodate one morning every week where tutors read aloud to 
their group. 

We thought long and hard about the books that we have on our programme. For Years 9-11, we 
wanted books that would allow a multitude of things: to cover some aspects of the PSHE content; to 
represent diversity in gender, sexuality, disability, and ethnicity; to be examples of modern YA 
fiction by authors who are represented in our new school library.  

For Sixth Form, we were keen to use non-fiction titles based on people who are a similar age to our 
students. Over the years we have found students are reluctant to engage in much beyond their 
academic studies, not buying-in to our enrichment programme. By using texts featuring young 
people who had “done something special” we hoped to inspire and motivate students to do more 
that just their A-level subjects.  

     

 

   

I launched the programme on the first INSET day in September 2021, outlining for all staff why we 
wanted them to deliver the programme, what the expectations were, and how we expected it to 
run. This launch ensured all staff and not just form tutors were aware of the programme, which was 
essential as those without their own tutor group are sometimes used to cover tutorial in a 
colleague’s absence. 

The initial launch was backed up the following day when year group teams had time to meet 
together. During this window, I visited all the meeting and delivered the books for tutors to choose 
which one they would read first. I felt it was important to give them choice rather than assign each 
group’s book for a number of reasons: I hoped it would help with ownership of the programme, 
with the tutor feeling like they had some investment; I was conscious that not all staff would be 
comfortable with reading aloud and hoped choosing a title would help with their confidence; I also 
wanted tutors to enjoy the book they were reading so that students picked up on their enthusiasm. 



 

 
 

During this session I also provided some basic training and tips picked up from almost twenty years 
of teaching English. I warned staff that some books contained mature content and language they 
wouldn’t usually use in the classroom! The books are after all written for a teenage audience! In 
addition, I made it very clear that no one was expected to participate if they felt uncomfortable / 
lacked confidence and that someone from our Senior Leadership Team would be happy to take their 
place as tutor on the reading morning. No one took me up on this off. 

We tied the beginning of our Tutor-Lead Reading Programme to National Read A Book Day, on 6 
September, posting about it on our social media channels to build anticipation. 

  

We used our COVID Recovery Premium to purchase the books. For Year 9 we bought full class sets 
so students could follow along as tutors read, but for Years 10-13 we just bought one copy for the 

tutor. We wanted to make sure the sessions didn’t 
feel like English lessons and felt the older students 
were mature enough to just listen.  

  We worked with a local Usborne Book seller to 
select the books for the programme (and get a nice 
discount!), and she was also able to arrange a 
virtual author visit for one tutor group. This was a 
fantastic experience as students were able to 
question her on some aspects of the book. The 
tutor for that group reported it made students feel 
more invested in the story whilst also gaining an 

insight into the career of an author. 

Library 



 

 
 

September also (finally) saw the opening of our school 
library. The books and furniture for this were all 
delivered late in February 2020, and then everything 
went on hold as lockdown hit. When students returned 
to school in September 2020 the library was designated 
as an SEND space in one of our year group bubbles and 
couldn’t operate so it was fantastic to finally be able to 
open it and get students in. I worked with North 
Tyneside Libraries School Service to purchase new stock; 
they were able to guide our purchase of YA fiction and 
non-fiction from a much stronger position of knowledge. 

The library is open to students 4 lunch times a week. We have also arranged for Year 9 students to 
visit during their tutorial programme to ensure that all of them know where the library is, how it 
operates, and how to use the Libresoft software we used. 

    

Impact 

Tutor-led Reading Programme 

As is to be expected in the first year of a project, the results have been mixed. We surveyed students 
in December 2021 and June 2022 to collect their views of the Tutor-led reading programme. We also 
surveyed staff in June 2022 to collect their perceptions. 

Results of both the student and staff survey show that most tutors did manage to read to their 
group on a weekly basis, however there is room for improvement. Disappointingly, most students 
say they did not enjoy being read to and the figure declined between the two surveys; the tutor 
perception of this differs and most believe their group did enjoy the process. I believe the reason for 
the lack of enjoyment comes from me overestimating how much staff would be able to read during 
one 20-minute tutorial per week. 70% of staff in June said they were still reading the book they had 
started in September. I know that if I had been reading the same book for six months I too would 
have been bored! We have a plan to change this for next year: instead of reading novels we have 
invested in collections of short stories by YA authors. We hope that by enabling students to 
experience the resolution of multiple stories they will feel more positive about the programme. 
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Library 

This year we have only been able to have the library open on 4 lunchtimes, which has meant it has 
to compete with our extensive extra-curricular programme – and the sunshine! At the end of the 
first term 3.7% of the student body had visited the library voluntarily. This figure has doubled by the 
end of year, but obviously fall far short of where we want it to be. We saw a real dip during the 



 

 
 

Spring Term, so to try to improve figures for the Summer Term we trialled a Summer Diversity 
Reading Challenge for Year 9 students. Students were challenged to read five books from a choice of 
twelve, all of which deal with an aspect of diversity. We included a few graphic novels as well as a 
collection of short stories. Any student who manages to read and review five of the books goes into 
the draw for a £10 Amazon voucher. This has had a positive impact on loan statistics and is 
something we will look to roll out across all three terms and all five year groups next year.  

 

December 2021 

 

June 2022 

 

Staff knowledge and teachers as readers 

All staff who signed up for the Reading Challenge read at least one YA book, with some completing 
the full challenge of six, and all Key Stage 3 and Key Stage 4 tutors will have experienced reading a 
YA novel this year. This means we are slowly building teacher knowledge of YA fiction, however we 
have a long way to go. I have found even in my own practice this year that the demands of the 
curriculum, particularly at Key Stage 4, have taken over time put aside to dedicate to RfP. Whilst 
staff are frequently reading aloud to students, this is almost exclusively subject-specific content 
rather than RfP. Opportunities to engage in book blether have been few and far between and we 
need to manufacture more of these moving forward. With not having Year 7 or Year 8, we feel we 
miss out on the opportunity to hook students into reading when there is more flexibility with the 
curriculum, and we therefore need to look at more creative ways of developing a culture of reading 
across our school.  



 

 
 

Reflections on impact the TaRs research had on practice 

We acknowledge that this was an ambitious project to be carried out on a whole school level and 
whilst we have made small steps in the right direction, we know we have a long way to go. 
Developing a culture of reading across the school will remain the first priority on our School 
Development Plan until 2024 at the earliest. Our work this year has provided a foundation from 
which to build, and more importantly, has alerted us to areas of practice which we need to fine tune 
in order to increase impact. 

We will continue to focus on the same three aspects of RfP – reading aloud, improving teacher 
knowledge of YA fiction, and teachers as readers/readers as teachers. Whilst we want to look at the 
other aspects, we feel we need to achieve a more positive impact in these three areas before 
expanding further. 

I feel as though I have developed my knowledge of YA fiction considerably, but I need to share this 
more effectively across the school. We need to harness the love of reading some students have and 
do more to make this infectious amongst their peers. 

 
 


